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Readers familiar with von Baer’s Autobiography will remember 
that said there (p. 321) that wrote comprehensive Com- 
mentar upon his famous Epistle the ovum, because felt con- 
cerned lest had expressed himself too briefly Latin, his 
Sendschreiben Epistle. The latter also referred von Baer 
Gelegenheitsschreiben merely Schrift. may recalled 
that was Sendschreiben because carried special message 
the Academy St. Petersburg and the public, and Gelegen- 
heitsschreiben because served the occasion his election mem- 
bership that Society. Others, writing English, not infre- 
quently refer this treatise von Baer’s memoir monograph. 

his Autobiography, von Baer said (p. 459) that The contents 
the above-named Latin writing (Schrift) here (in the Com- 
mentar) repeated somewhat changed version, the German lan- 
guage.” The Commentar was written immediately after the Epistle, 
when von Baer was his thirty-sixth year, and the Autobiography 
over thirty-six years later when was his seventy-second year. 
this said (p. 342) that the Commentar was published Jan- 
uary 1828, simultaneously with, even before the Epistle. 
stated the Commentar (p. 128-30) that was written because the 
Epistle had already grown twice the contemplated length, because 
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feared that had not written with sufficient explicitness the 
Latin and because desired give exact details regarding the 
methods used, the subjects and objects investigated and the 
difficulties encountered search for the mammalian ovum. 
said that had Prévost and Dumas done this, they would have 
saved him much time and considerable money and that hence 
hoped earn the gratitude physiologists through publication 
the Commentar. However, unfortunately received very little 
attention the time and remains practically unknown even today. 
The Commentar der Schrift: mammalium hominis 
genest. Epistola Academiam scient. Petropolitanam,” comprises 
sixty-eight pages and appeared German Heusinger’s Zeitschrift 
fiir organische Physik, which lived for only two years (1827-28) 
and therefore rare and found few our libraries. Although 
Cole stated, footnote page 154 his instructive volume 
Early Theories Sexual Generation,” that Von Baer’s observa- 
tions and opinions have been fully discussed many writers. Cf. 
particularly Huxley Taylor’s Scientific Memoirs, 1853, and Rus- 
sell, 1916,” the latter did not mention the Commentar. Huxley 
merely prefaced his translation excerpts from von Baer’s writ- 
ings complimentary introduction approximately one page long, 
and footnote this article, only stated that Dr. Carpenter 
(Principles General Physiology) is, far know, the only 
English physiologist who has publicly drawn attention von Bar’s 
philosophical writings.” However, the Commentar not men- 
tioned any the editions Carpenter available nor 
Huxley’s introductory statement, and the only reference the 
latter’s accompanying translation sixty-three printed pages 
excerpts from the writings von Baer, von Baer’s own con- 
nection with the idea that the germ the egg also 
regarded vesicle.” Nor the Commentar mentioned the 
brief statement von Baer the Britannica, any other encyclo- 
the English, French, German, and Italian, any his- 
tories medicine available our libraries, which include such 
works those Baas, Fasbender, Garrison, Haeser, Neuburger 
and Pagel, von Siebold, Sprengel, Wunderlich, etc. Indeed, was 
not considered the special articles the discovery the ovum 
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and von Baer Addison, Bast, Corner, Locy, Sarton and 
Waldeyer. 

Von Baer regretted the lack sufficient leisure write fully 
regard all matters the had been his purpose, 
and said that this was also impossible the Commentar since 
longer had many ova different animals his disposal pre- 
viously. Nevertheless, desired not delay the writing the 
Commentar another year, because the last article Dutrochet had 
been unknown him and because subsequent investigation, while 
not contradicting opinion expressed the Epistola, had never- 
theless called into question. 

Since was not von Baer’s intention translate his earlier paper 
but merely discuss certain features more fully, said that not 
follow the same order both would tend make them more intel- 
ligible (p. 128 seq.). pages 143-44 the Commentar 
further said that, the Epistle, was first his intention de- 
scribe every observation fully and weigh the comparisons 
carefully that the reader could come conclusion regarding the 
matter concerned, but that could not take sufficiently compre- 
hensive notes the time and could not now depend upon memory 
and that the season, present, was unpropitious for the repetition 
his experiments. 

the Commentar announced that would begin consider- 
ing the ovum the ovary, then proceed with comparison the 
ova different classes animals and continue with the develop- 
ment the mammalian ovum the formation the embryo. 
These words are found page 131, the preceding six pages having 
been occupied largely with comments upon the Graafian follicle and 
its analogy the bird egg. Von Baer said that the reasons for 
assuming such analogy were (1) that was believed, the 
time, that the Graafian follicle, devoid capsule, taken 
the tube, where capsule forms, but that this contrary evi- 
dence obtained from the study other animals; (2) that since the 
number ova agrees with the number corpora lutea, clear 
that the foundation for the building future individual must lie 
the Graafian follicle, and (3) that one could not suppose that 
mammalian ova can form various points, through coagulation, 
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the widely disseminated fluid discharged from the Graafian folli- 
cle, infusoria infusions! particular interest that von 
Baer also believed that lower organisms may arise through sponta- 
neous generation, idea which was defended staunchly Need- 
ham and Buffon and much later Bastian, upon experimental 
grounds. However, should mentioned that von Baer stated 
his Autobiography (p. 303) that least expected mentioned 
witness the observation the origin infusoria from 
marble, granite, and forth” was Burdach’s Physiology 
(1, 18, 1826). This was not because von Baer then doubted the 
but because had not been present when the 
experimental glasses concerned had been filled and hence could not 
have the least idea regarding the purity the ingredients the 
satisfactory closure the vessels. said that had been present 
only brief hour during the experimentation question and had 
intimation that this inspection his part was serve conclusive 
evidence the occurrence that kind generation. 

continuing the Commentar, von Baer referred the older idea 
that the ovum formed the corpus luteum and said that the un- 
certainty regarding stimulated him markedly, although the many 
futile attempts which had been made solve the problem its 
origin, partly through the agency honors, had robbed him reso- 
lution make another attempt discover it. thought that had 
proceeded methodically, his attempt might have turned out just 
unsatisfactorily previous attempts, for sympathized with 
the older view that the Graafian follicle probably the ovum, but 
that lucky accident did more for him. 

While discussing the ovum, von Baer emphasized that pre- 
formed the ovary the mammal long before fertilization, that 
found many twenty thirty ova with the unaided eye, 
middle-aged dogs, and that whenever they could not recognized 
the eye alone, this could done with microscope. said that 
except animals which were too young, found the ovum the 
smallest well the largest mammals examined, and counseiled 
that one should first try find middle-aged dogs which are not 
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too fat. further gave detailed directions which had been omitted 
the Epistola, exactly how proceed, emphasizing that 
easier see the ovum vesicles that are not too ripe and turgid, 
and advised those who fail find when following these direc- 
tions, desist from minute investigations. 

then gave directions for the identification the ovum other 
mammals, with explanation the difficulties met and the 
information that although examined hundred hog ovaries, 
intimated his Epistola, succeeded finding ova only twice. 
reverted the surmise expressed the Epistle, that previous 
investigators may have seen the ovum, and emphasized that while 
easy convince one’s self its presence, very difficult 
determine its exact relation the Graafian vesicle. After discussion 
the question, von Baer mentioned the steps took settle 
dogs and hogs, adding that the vesicles the dogs examined were 
unripe because the animals were pregnant. After this follows 
description the structure the ovum and the origin and rela- 
tions the germinal (discus proligerus), with reference 
the membrana and the structure and extent the 
latter various vertebrates. 

Von Baer rightly thought that all true ova have the same ground 
plan and discussed the comparative structure and relations the 
ovary and the germinal vesicle nucleus. continued the dis- 
cussion the structure the ovum, saying that failed find 
Purkinje’s vesicle Echinorhyrchus and Ascaris lum- 
bric.” (sic), saying that certainly the earliest part the egg 
lower animals and probably also vertebrates, but emphasizing that 
the determination this observation extremely difficult (p. 149). 
also considered the cicatricula and declared (p. 153) that with- 
out reference mammals, the ovum composed yolk, germinal 
vesicle, and germinal layer usually consisting the germinal disc 
(discus proligerus) and germinal hillock cumulus.” added 
that the albumen, the membrane the (Haut der Hagel- 
schniirre), the shell membrane and the various kinds shells are 
products the oviducts, the few exceptions this molluscs and 
butterflies only proving the rule. then considered mammalian 
ova with respect the above constituents, saying that although 
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peculiar relations exist them, the same number parts are 
actually present (p. 154). The analogy between the same consti- 
tuents was next considered and von Baer came the conclusion (p. 
158), that the entire Graafian vesicle with its surroundings 
and content shows the same position and relation and the same con- 
tent the ovum other animals, and especially that verte- 
brates, or, said the Sendschreiben: the Graafian vesicle 
relation the maternal body truth the ovum. Its relation 
the fetus different, however, for only part the Graafian vesicle 
forms itself into ovum outside the uterus.” Baer said 
that the differences which occur are due the fact that some the 
constituents the ovum vertebrates remain undeveloped while 
the nucleus develops preponderantly and assumes all the generating 
powers the ovum. emphasized that this not far-fetched 
analogy nor forced interpretation but one which seems 
direct expression what observation teaches. contrast 
regarded the proposed opinion the significance the nucleus, 
namely, that the antithesis the male semen, preliminary 
hypothesis which deserved consideration. 

Oogenesis and the passage the ovulum through the oviducts 
are then considered. Von Baer thought that the “ovum” grows 
but little during its passage into the uterus and hard see because 
small and translucent, except the dog, which more 
opaque and yellowish. further considered the question whether 
what had seen the oviducts the dog really were ovula” 
(Eichen) such had seen the ovaries, and concluded that 
this was because they had the same form. believed that this 
held even for some the specimens which had found free 
the cavity the uterus and told how they may recognized there, 
saying that what surprised him especially was the slowness and the 
variability their growth, observed when examining the uteri 
dogs ten twenty days after mating. follows the story 
Burdach’s house dog which was isolated after having mated for 
several days, and which was sacrificed eighteen days later. thing 
particular interest this version von Baer’s discovery the 
statement that the ova which found this dog were among the 
smallest had seen, being but little over one-third line 
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diameter. Von Baer emphasized that had not received this dog 
until long after had sent away the manuscript the Epistola, 
which plainly implies that did not make his discovery upon this 
dog said his Autobiography had done. This question 
was considered more fully elsewhere.* 

After reflecting upon the speed development ovum 
the dog and hog, von Baer proceeded consider the structure 
the former and the changes undergoes the oviduct, apparently 
noticing the formation the blastomeres, the blastocele, the germ 
layers and the embryo itself, but without using the first two these 
terms. not surprising that got into difficulty trying 
carry out analogy between the different constituents the bird 
egg and vertebrate ovum, and apparently was this matter regard 
which said (Autobiography, 342) that had 
been directed against him page volume Burdach’s 
Physiology. 

Von Baer looked for germinal membrane the 
mammalian ovum, saying that the frog could only recognize 
one which surrounded the entire yolk, and wondered whether 
might only partial some forms, apparently thinking the 
birds and saying that the dark disc the dog ovum 
develops into the germinal membrane, then the inner the closed 
membranes must the vitelline membrane and the outer the shell 
membrane. This said would make probable that, although they 
seem contact originally, small amount albumen may lie 
between the two. recalled that the Epistola, had surmised 
that the inner the above membranes might the germinal layer 
(Keimblatt) and hence equivalent the birds, adding 
that one takes account the small amount yolk present the 
mammalian ovum, does not seem impossible that the germinal 
membranes mammals surround all the yolk just they the 
later stages development, birds. thought this especially 
likely because the relations the germinal membrane the 
embryo and because the darker membranes the delicate dog ova 
(apparently blastocysts) decidedly resemble the membrane which 
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the embryo later lies and which, thought, constitutes the yolk sac 
(p. 174). Upon this tentative assumption, derived the villi from 
the yolk membrane and considered the formation epidermal 
layer the outside what regarded the shell membrane. 
was unable decide this point, however, and adhered the interpre- 
tation given the Epistola, continuing the discussion this ques- 
tion detail with respect other species. Von Baer concluded 
that whatever the facts may be, appeared certain that the gen- 
eral relations the animal ovum are delineated the Graafian 
through the aging which the mammals 
occupies the place the nucleus, these relations are repeated 
the development the ovum and mammalia therefore have ovum 
within ovum (p. 178). This,” declared, hold the 
innermost essence the ovum mammals, and this relation has 
perhaps deeper basis than surmise upon first consideration,” 
adding that after had fully explained how the germinal vesi- 
the mammal became ovum, could not refrain from 
again reverting the hypothesis that the germinal vesicle the 
bearer female generative energy. 

considered these matters further (p. 188), saying that 
might succeed later showing that the conditions formation 
the germinal vesicle may the same, secret which had found 
some trace but which scarcely dared follow further, pre- 
ferring leave the reader the darkening the place 
generation and the rosy dawn the world fairy tales, because 
his task demanded his return the development the animal 
ovum. For, although had been unable secure dog ova the 
stage especially desired and desirable, said would take those 
who themselves are not prompted become ova into 
the trials and tribulations the same. 

especially troubled von Baer that was unable ascertain the 
exact time fertilization and the pages which follow the above 
statements, gave detailed account his experience with the 


easy attach wrong implication chance expressions but seems 
peculiar that von Baer should have spoken the darkening twilight the place 
generation time when dawn was really coming upon it, largely through his 
own efforts. 
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“ova” dog killed twenty days after the first and seventeen days 
after the last mating. said that while trying avoid the Scylla 
tearing the ovum (blastocyst), fell into the Charybdis burst- 
ing and thus deprived himself for considerable period time, 
the desire prosecute his investigations. also discussed the 
difficulties encountered the removal young conceptuses 
from the uterus and told how some these difficulties may 
avoided, adding brief summary the results his observations. 
said that the mammalian ovum, formed long before fertilization, 
consists yolk sphere and cavity surrounded thin mem- 
brane which later seems become the shell membrane, but that 
new membrane becomes recognizable upon the surface the yolk 
after fertilization, completely enveloping the latter, probably having 
the significance the germinal membrane, and later becoming the 
Darmsack (or yolk sac) (p. 191). 

Von Baer then discussed Dutrochet’s denial the existence 
shell membrane mammals and suggested that membrana corticalis 
might better Latin term and (egg-envelope) better 
German one, closing the Commentar with the statement that 
might write continuation it, time permitted, and further 
illuminate Dutrochet’s meaning. suggested that would 
preferable change Wolff’s designation Bauchplatten into plicae 
abdominales, and suddenly brought the Commentar close. But, 
since reveals exactly how von Baer’s results were obtained and 
what difficulties are encountered such studies, one cannot 
read without realizing what careful worker, acute observer and 
cautious thinker von Baer really was, without feeling that was 
written explain and supplement, not fortify the Epistola. 
may, sure, have been undertaken also self-defense, sug- 
gested statements von Baer’s Autobiography and Burdach’s 
Riickblick auf mein Leben, for leaves one with the impression that 
was terminated both abruptly and impatiently. However, con- 
tains nothing that can called controversial. calm, scientific 
discussion without evident ill-will bias, which nevertheless 
prompts afterthoughts regarding the facts the discovery the 
ovum and his relation his teacher Burdach. 
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